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Getting Connected: Learning from External Early Childhood Education Student 
Perceptions of Their Study Experiences 
 
JULIE DAVIS, ANN HEIRDSFIELD, AND SANDRA LENNOX 
Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, Queensland, Australia 
 
Despite a rapidly growing trend in universities to offer flexible learning 
options, limited attention has been given to hearing students’ voices and 
learning from their perceptions of their learning experiences. This study 
sought to learn about students who enrol in external study (off campus 
learning) in the School of Early Childhood at the Queensland University 
of Technology (Brisbane). An online survey was used to determine 
students’ perceived access to support services and their satisfaction with 
off campus learning. Students were generally satisfied with their off 
campus experiences; however, some issues were raised. These included 
the need for consistency and improved usability of online learning and 
teaching Web sites, concerns about feeling isolated as an external 
student, and, in some cases, poor communication from subject 
coordinators. “Transactional distance” appeared to impact on their 
external study experience. Implications for further action are discussed. 
Introduction 
My day consists of rising at 4.30am.  
Take my daughter swimming training and go for a 60min walk with 
friends, VERY IMPORTANT and enjoyable part of the day. 
Work at 8.00am, (after getting my son to school and Hubby to work). 
Home at 4.30pm, (organise tea, convince my son that homework is 
better than T.V). 
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6.00pm Collect daughter from school and swimming training. 
7.00pm Washing, eat tea, etc, etc. 
8.30pm-10.00pm Check emails from QUT [Queensland University of 
Technology] and do some study, assignment work. 
10.00-11.00pm BED TIME!!!! 
So, I suppose the most positive aspect to external study that I enjoy is 
the freedom to continue my busy lifestyle while studying with the aim 
to improve my personal growth and pay the school fees. 
(Comments from early childhood student, online survey 2004) 
While there is a range of research literature about students who study externally, 
there is no reference to students enrolled in early childhood courses. Further, most 
research has focused on course or subject level support; university-wide support for 
external study has rarely been a focus of the research. The study presented here aimed 
to learn more about the students who enrol in external study in the School of Early 
Childhood at the Queensland University of Technology (Brisbane, Australia), their 
satisfaction with external learning and perceived access to support services at the 
micro and the macro levels. Whilst the home lives of students undertaking external 
study are varied and unique, there may be commonalities in the perceptions that 
students have of external study. As the external mode of study is assuming “greater 
importance in the general scheme of education and training” (Wheeler, 2002, pp. 419-
20) there is a need for educators of external students to monitor the quality of 
programs within universities (Arbaugh & Benbunan-Fich, 2005; Natriello, 2005; 
Smith, 2004). A significant dimension in this process is to seek and use feedback from 
students relating to their needs, expectations and satisfaction with off-campus learning 
(Smith, 2004).  
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Why study externally? 
Research has shown that students choose to study externally for the flexibility 
and convenience that external study offers (Belcheir & Cucek, 2001); that is, being 
able to “learn anywhere, anyplace, anytime” (Kooyang, 2004, p. 618). Flexibility and 
convenience appear to relate mostly to life circumstances such as work and family 
commitments, with external study offering students the freedom to be able to choose 
when they study (Kramarae, 2001; Reisetter & Boris, 2004). Students also study 
externally to attain the qualifications required for occupational admission, or for 
career advancement and change (Kramarae, 2001). Other students prefer the solitary 
nature of home study (Shin, 2002).  
Issues for external learners 
An overall positive perception of distance education was found in a study 
conducted by Belcheir and Cucek (2001). Students reported that it was a convenient 
and satisfactory way to undertake further education; they were satisfied with the 
facilities offered, the equipment used, and the skill of the instructor. Students also 
reported that the support services such as library resources, books and academic 
advice were adequate. Students were dissatisfied however, with lack of interaction 
with the instructor and with other students. The absence of face-to-face contact 
between students and teachers and experiences of isolation are other challenging 
aspects of external study (Boyd, Herrman, & Fox, 1998; Kramarae, 2001; Reisetter & 
Boris, 2004). While the external mode of study offers advantages to some students, 
there are certain elements of external study that have been identified that impact 
negatively on students’ satisfaction and learning. There is a significant body of 
literature that addresses the quality of interactions between students and teachers. 
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In relation to external study, three closely connected constructs have been 
identified as important factors affecting external students’ satisfaction: “transactional 
distance,” “transactional presence,” and “social presence.” Moore (1991) and Moore 
and Kearsley (1996) (both cited in Wheeler, 2002) proposed the theory of 
transactional distance as an explanatory framework for distance education. Distance 
education is a transaction where all individuals interact (university staff and students) 
in an environment in which they are physically separated. The concept of 
transactional distance is a function of two variables: dialogue and structure (Moore, 
1980, cited in Jarvis, Holford, & Griffin, 2003) where dialogue describes the two-way 
communication between teachers and learners, and structure describes how the 
teaching program is designed to meet an individual student’s learning needs. 
Transactional distance can lead to problems in communication and possible 
misunderstandings. Close transactional distance results from increased dialogue and 
well structured programs. Conversely, transactional distance is increased when 
dialogue and program structure are decreased. This was pertinent to our study, as we 
speculated that many students would perceive remote transactional distance. “A 
student’s distance learning experience is often shaped by the quality of services that 
support the educational process” (LaPadula, 2003, p. 120). For this reason, our survey 
addressed, among other things, the support services offered to students in these 
external programs. 
The degree of social presence that a student feels is a strong predictor of 
student satisfaction (Shin, 2002). Although Hackman and Walker’s (1990, cited in 
Shin, 2002) study did not look at student outcomes, they found that there was a 
positive relationship between social presence and perceived learning outcome. If a 
student feels a sense of connection with academic staff and other students, and they 
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know that someone is available to assist them if required, their feelings of social 
presence are increased. Students with a high level of perceived social presence are 
more likely to be satisfied with their learning outcomes and their overall external 
study experience (Richardson & Swan, 2003; Shin & Chan, 2004). Students in 
various studies have reported the importance of access to teachers, and the quality of 
teacher engagement (e.g. the time and effort teachers take to provide well considered 
feedback) as significant elements in their overall satisfaction as students. Qualitative 
data in Richardson and Swan’s (2003) study indicated that students related their 
satisfaction with their teachers to the teacher’s involvement with them in terms of 
guidance with study materials and assignments and/or feedback on assignments.  
In a study conducted by Shin (2003), transactional presence within teacher-
student relationships was found to be a significant predictor for perceived learning 
achievement, and students’ learning satisfaction. Moreover, the availability and 
connectedness that students perceived with their institution was found to be positively 
related to their perceived learning achievement, learning satisfaction, and their intent 
to continue studying (Shin, 2003). These findings are consistent with results in a study 
conducted by Shin and Chan (2004), where institution-student transactional presence 
was found to correlate positively with the same variables (perceptions of their 
learning, satisfaction with learning, and intent to continue studying). 
The quality of the teacher-student relationship can impact on a student’s 
success in distance learning programs (Swan, Shea, Fredricksen, Pickett, & Pelz, 
2000; Swan, Shea, Fredricksen, Pickett, Pelz, & Maher, 2000). Students believe that 
teaching staff should maintain a genuine interest (Boyd et al., 1998). Thus, interaction 
between instructors and external students is vitally important (Swan, Shea, 
Fredricksen, Pickett, & Pelz, 2000), with faculty support highly regarded by students 
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as aiding success (Greer, Hudson, & Paugh, 1998). Students believe that teachers 
should initiate and maintain a reasonable level of communication (Boyd et al., 1998). 
A lack of timely and clear responses from teachers can cause external students 
anguish (Hara & Kling, 2002), and, if teachers are consistently unavailable, students 
become frustrated (Abrahamson, 1998). Students in Boyd et al.’s (1998) study 
suggested that teaching staff should have a reasonable work load so that 
communications and assignment turnaround time are enhanced. Tutors who support 
academic engagement are “crucial” to students’ perceptions of the academic quality 
of the program (Richardson, Long, & Woodley, 2003; Swan, Shea, Fredricksen, 
Pickett, & Pelz, 2000). Willens (2004) reported that geographically isolated students 
wanted greater empathy from tertiary education providers for the circumstances of 
rural students, as well as greater contact and more feedback.  
In summary, an external student’s experience is enhanced if a sense of 
community is established. Interaction among students is significant in building a 
community of learners (Anderson, 2004). The more interaction a student perceives 
that they have with other students, the higher the degree of satisfaction and perceived 
learning (Swan, 2001; Swan, Shea, Fredricksen, Pickett, & Pelz, 2000). As the online 
component of a subject is often a student’s only direct connection with other students, 
the importance of this means of communication is amplified (Swan, Shea, 
Fredricksen, Pickett, & Pelz, 2000). External students often feel a sense of isolation 
(Boyd et al., 1998). Abrahamson (1998) remarks that there is often a lack of 
interaction between external students and stresses the importance of creating 
opportunities for them to do so. Furthermore, getting students connected with each 
other also enables them to gauge their progress (Abrahamson, 1998) and to receive 
feedback (McKenzie, Bennett, & Mims, 2002).  
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Technical capabilities associated with external study have also been identified 
as being of concern. Specific issues include lack of prior experience with technology 
and problems associated with technology use. Students with prior computer, software 
and internet experience have higher positive perceptions of their learning experience 
than those with less computer experience (Wagner, Werner, & Schramm, 2002). 
Other issues identified in the literature that confront students studying externally are: 
frustration at being unable to get online or having technical problems with equipment; 
lack of access to computers; inability to effectively express themselves through online 
communication; and lack of computing skills (McKenzie, Bennett, & Mims, 2002; 
Schrum & Hong, 2002). Quality and consistency in subject material can also affect 
student satisfaction and learning. In a study conducted by Boyd et al. (1998), students 
stated good quality instructional materials were essential. This was reinforced in 
Swan’s (2001) study. Students were more satisfied and more positive about their 
perceptions of learning if there were consistent processes, presentation features and 
procedures across subjects.  
Therefore, the present study is important for identifying students’ perceptions 
in relation to social presence, transactional distance, transactional presence, and 
support in general. The first purpose of our study was to investigate the characteristics 
of students who enrolled in external study in the School of Early Childhood. Second, 
we wanted to assess their knowledge and perceptions of the support services offered 
by the university to support their study. Last, we sought to determine these students’ 
satisfaction with external learning. The overall objective of this enquiry was to inform 
decision-making relating to the coordination and teaching of subjects within the 
School of Early Childhood, and to enhance learning experiences for distance 
education students. 
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Our study 
This section of the article identifies the survey respondents and their 
characteristics, including access to computer technologies, and describes the format of 
the online questionnaire. 
Participants 
External students (n = 636) enrolled in early childhood education programs 
were invited to participate in an online survey. There was an overall response rate of 
24%; 151 of the possible 636 students responded. Students from six programs of 
study were represented, including undergraduates and graduate entry students, and 
both part-time and full-time students. In one of the programs, students are offered the 
choice of internal, external or mixed mode study. All other programs are offered 
externally only. This representation covered a broad range of entry qualifications (and 
requirements) and a wide variety of life experiences. All programs lead to an early 
childhood teacher qualification. 
At the time of this study, external students were generally supplied with print 
material (Unit Information, Study Guide, and Book of Readings) for most subjects. 
Additional resources were available online (via online learning and teaching Web 
sites) to both internal and external students. Although online participation was not 
mandatory and students could be successful relying on print resources alone, most 
benefited from using additional resources provided online.  However, despite 
encouragement for staff to offer online resources, it varied across subjects; some had 
extensive resources, others had very few.  
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Student characteristics 
Age/Gender. The sample was predominately female (97.4%). Of the 
respondents, 5.3% were aged under 24, 29.3% were aged between 25 and 29, 44% 
were aged between 30 and 39, 18.7% were aged between 40 and 49 and 2.7% were 
over 50.  
Location. Figures from QUT’s Strategic Information and Analysis database 
indicated that enrolled students in external early childhood programs were based all 
over the world; however, the majority of external students (more than 40% in most 
programs) lived in the Brisbane metropolitan area reasonably close to the university. 
In addition, 27.8% resided in other Queensland metropolitan areas and 21.2% lived in 
rural or remote rural areas of Australia.  
Motivation for study/reasons for external study. Students indicated that they 
chose to study externally due to family responsibilities (55.3%); work commitments 
(52.6%); for the flexibility that external study offered (32.9%); distance from 
university (36.8%); or they simply preferred the external study option (19.8%).  
Computer Access. The majority of survey respondents (97.8%) owned a 
desktop computer, with 98% having access to the Internet. Of those with Internet 
access, 95% had access at home; for 66.9% access was via a phone line; 22.1% used 
ADSL, and 11.0% used broadband. It is acknowledged however, that because the 
survey was delivered online, students with poor or limited access to computers and 
the Internet might not have responded. Hence, these figures and comments should be 
used cautiously. 
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Describing the questionnaire 
The online questionnaire contained 40 questions which included both Likert 
scale (1=lowest to 5=highest) and open-ended questions. The first part of the 
questionnaire identified student demographics and characteristics such as age, gender, 
location, motivation for studying, reasons for external study, computer access and 
experience with using the QUT Web site.  
The second part determined the students’ experience with the support services that 
the university offers, including Online Learning and Teaching (OLT), Open Learning 
(external studies/distance education), Teaching and Learning Support Services 
(TALSS), QUT Library, Student Computing Services, and general support in relation 
to information about the programs and policies, accessed through the QUT Web site, 
by phone, and in person. The role of each of these support services is briefly 
described: 
• Online Learning and Teaching (OLT) is QUT’s online learning and teaching 
system. Students are able to access online resources such as Notices, video- 
and audio-streamed lectures, Course Materials Database (CMD), links to 
relevant Web sites, quizzes, discussion forums, email contact with other 
students, chat rooms, lecture notes, and examples of assignments and exams. 
The resources that are available to students are wholly dependent on the 
subject coordinator putting the resources on the Web site.  
• Open Learning (external studies) is responsible for print material delivery, 
assignment collection and return, assignment extension applications, and 
general queries relating to external students. They also provide a specific 
support Web site that external students can access.  
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• Teaching and Learning Support Services (TALSS) provides a range of 
physical and virtual resources to external students such as study information 
and assistance, information on assignments and exams. They also conduct 
training workshops for students and offer a variety of other services related to 
student learning.    
• The QUT Library and, in particular, its External Library Service is responsible 
for a “mailout” service of library material. They also handle queries relating to 
catalogue and database searches as well as general queries relating to library 
services. There is a specific Web site exclusively for external students.  
• Student Computing Services offers extensive support for computing issues, 
through phone line, face-to-face and electronic communication to students.  
• QUT Web site provides information and contacts in relation to enrolment and 
results, important dates, rules and regulations. An important component is 
QUT Virtual, a portal enabling students to create and maintain a “personal 
profile” and to perform electronically many of the functions associated with 
their enrolment. 
In this second part of the survey, students were also questioned about the usefulness 
of the print materials that were supplied to them.  
In the final part of the questionnaire, students were asked about their 
experience as an external student, the positive and negative aspects of external study, 
and how their external study experience could be improved. These questions were 
derived as a result of discussions with staff from the School of Early Childhood, Open 
Learning, and the External Library. These were based on previous surveys, for 
instance, those conducted by QUT External Library Services (2001) and the Division 
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of Technology Information and Learning Support; and national surveys such as the 
Online Learning Student Survey (Platts, 2004), and reports such as the ATN Online 
Learning Survey Project 2004 – Analysis of Open-ended Question Responses for QUT 
(Brown & Carrington, 2005). 
Findings 
In this section of the article, the study findings are presented. These have been 
categorized around themes related to access and use of the QUT Web site, student 
perceptions of facilities associated with OLT, and perceptions and use of other 
support services for external students. 
Accessing and using the QUT Web site  
Overall, the survey found that there was a high level of perceived comfort 
accessing online information. All respondents stated that they knew how to access 
QUT Virtual for their personal profile. More than 90% stated that they were able to 
conduct the following online procedures: apply for assignment extensions (94.7%), 
change enrolment (97.3%), find important dates (91.3%), find the Faculty of 
Education Web site (91.3%), and find program summary sheets (97.4%). To a lesser 
extent, students indicated their comfort with contacting Student Business Services 
(65.5%), contacting Faculty Student Affairs Officers (59.9%), and finding other 
information (e.g., academic learning support, library training sessions, online 
tutorials) (81.9%). However, there were issues with the use of technologies which 
frustrated students, such as “drop outs,” long download times, and lack of software on 
home computers (e.g. Powerpoint) which was needed to download subject content 
material. There was also some frustration with delays in responses to email sent to 
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subject administrators and only 60% satisfaction with Student Affairs Officers who 
handle student queries in relation to individual programs. 
Some students cited their own low confidence in computer skills as 
contributing to their levels of satisfaction with online support services. To illustrate, 
one student commented that for a significant part of her program she was not even 
aware that she had student email. She responded: 
“I did not know I had a QUT email address until 2 years into the 
course...866 messages. I thought I had to use my home email 
address!!!” 
Perceptions of OLT facilities 
In relation to experiences with OLT sites, 94% of respondents indicated that 
they had accessed OLT. Many aspects were identified as being useful; these were the 
Course Materials Database (CMD), an electronic repository of articles, papers, 
chapters and such that are selected by lecturers and managed by the library; Notices 
(posted to the OLT site and also sent as email to students); and links to relevant Web 
sites. The least useful aspect of OLT was chat rooms (scoring less than 1.0 on the 1-5 
Likert scale). The facilities that received a neutral rating (around 3.0 on the Likert 
scale) were Powerpoint lecture notes, extended lecture notes, quizzes, discussion 
forums, examples of assignments and exams, and email contact with other students. 
Student responses to open-ended questions provided further information on 
the issues related to OLT. Students indicated that lecturers needed to better inform 
them of the range of resources that were available on the OLT site, such as video or 
audio recordings of lectures, discussion forums, student contributions and FAQ. 
These responses were interesting given that in the quantitative analysis these 
  
15
15
resources were rated around 3.0 for usefulness. It may be that the students rated these 
resources neutrally as they were unaware of their availability; thus, they could not 
objectively rate their usefulness.   
Additionally, comments gathered from open responses provided information 
on some of the difficulties and issues associated with OLT use. Some students did not 
access OLT because they could not locate the OLT Web sites for specific subjects. 
Other students, especially from rural areas, reported that they sometimes had technical 
difficulties accessing OLT, which impacted on their ability to locate information. 
These rural students also suggested that academic staff needed to understand that 
these difficulties occurred. Further technology-related issues were slow connections, 
timeouts and lack of compatible software at home. Some students indicated that the 
quality of the OLT sites needed to be consistent across the subjects they were 
undertaking (e.g. some OLT sites need updating; lecturers need to make use of 
Notices for communication; some sites made insufficient use of OLT resources). It 
was also reported by some respondents that there should be a consistent layout for all 
OLT Web sites “so that you don't have to guess where things might be, depending on 
the unit” (Although there is a standard structure and look to OLT sites, staff have 
flexibility in tailoring individual sites). 
When asked how OLT sites could be improved to enhance their learning, 
students suggested that features that facilitated communication and interaction should 
be put to greater use, as they felt that these would reduce feelings of isolation. 
Increased use of streamed lectures, opportunities for students to add to OLT sites 
themselves, and utilisation of discussion forums were all mentioned favourably. 
However, this latter suggestion was in contrast to the quantitative analysis, which 
indicated that the usefulness of discussion forums was neutral (rated 3). 
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“The best OLT sites are the ones on which lecturers place regular 
Notices, provide a CMD with relevant resources, and have 
discussion forums for exams etc.  All these things help with the 
feelings of isolation that most external students experience.” 
“Some [lecturers] use OLT to full effect to enhance & facilitate 
learning, understanding and contact with peers and staff for 
Externals. Others provide minimal information and contact via OLT 
and little facilitation for student-student or student-staff 
communication. This is extremely frustrating, very isolating…” 
“I believe that all units should have a discussion page as this is so 
valuable especially if the lecturer has regular input. Sometimes this 
is our only contact being so far away from anyone. Just to know that 
others are facing the same dilemmas with assignments is reassurance 
that you’re not alone.” 
In summary, it appears that several features of OLT—especially these 
designed to promote interactions and communication—are underutilized by both 
students and academic staff. Academic staff need to provide more opportunities for 
students to interact online. Across all subjects there needs to be greater consistency in 
the range and quality of resources that are available to students. 
Support services 
The survey found that there were inconsistent levels of usage and satisfaction 
levels for various important support services provided by the university. These are 
discussed in more detail below: 
Open Learning Support Services 
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Students indicated a high level of usage for a range of services provided by 
Open Learning: study package information (87%); email (64%); assignment 
extensions (54%) and phone contact (52%). The satisfaction levels for these services, 
however, were all less than 3.0, except for study package information (rating of 3.6). 
Thus, although services were accessed, satisfaction levels were generally negative. In 
contrast, Open Learning was rated highly for helpfulness and satisfaction overall. It is 
interesting to note that students from rural remote Australia rated Open Learning 
significantly lower than all other students (2.2 compared with over 4.0 for all other 
locations). Perhaps their geographical isolation compounded their perceptions of 
“transactional distance”. This may be worth further investigation. 
The quantitative analysis of the data in relation to the quality of print 
material—traditionally, a Unit Information, Study Guide and Book of Readings —
indicated that students rated these materials highly (4.3 on to the 5-point scale). 
Qualitative analysis of students’ responses also indicated high satisfaction with these 
printed resources.  
“I get so much from the print material. The articles are brilliant and 
so up to date. Occasionally some of the readings have small print. 
Not a major problem except when I'm reading them at 10pm with 
tired eyes. Ha! Ha!” 
“I treasure any material I am able to understand. Print is very user 
friendly.” 
It is interesting that students rated the print material so highly. Since this study was 
conducted, new procedures have been established in the Faculty of Education and 
there will be significantly reduced access to mailed printed materials. Ultimately, 
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subject material will only be available online, requiring students to download and 
print out materials for themselves (or, alternatively, they can read/view from the 
computer screen).  
Another issue that arose in relation to the provision of print material was the 
perception by external students that internal students were provided with different 
information (read this as “superior” information) from that provided to external 
students. 
“At times I have found there to be a gap between what is in the 
study guide and what is in the lecture notes for internal students on 
OLT.  This is a cause for concern, and worrying, because the 
emphasis is sometimes different. This can be very confusing when 
[the study guide] is the main source of contact and feedback some 
external students have with the course.” 
“Some study guides have very little information.  When compared 
to the information received by internal cohorts I have found that I 
am not receiving the same information on assessment tasks, how to 
complete them, or the same information that is relevant to topics.” 
As these comments show, students are quite ambivalent about the support services 
provided by Open Learning. There needs to be a greater awareness amongst students 
that the sites exist and the resources on offer. While access is high, satisfaction is 
quite low, especially for those students who are the most geographically remote from 
the university. This is a concern, as Open Learning is a pivotal service for students 
studying externally. 
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Teaching and Learning Support Services (TALSS) Web site (QUT External Students: 
Support) 
A surprisingly large number of respondents (66%) indicated that they had not 
used the TALSS Web site. Of those who did, it was rated poorly (1.2) for usefulness. 
Students were also asked to respond to an open question regarding suggestions for 
improving the TALSS Web site. Responses included improved user friendliness of the 
Web site and avoidance of the use of acronyms, for example Teaching and Learning 
Support Services (TALSS), Field Placement System (FiPS), and Course Materials 
Database (CMD). However, if acronyms were used, a glossary of terms needed to be 
included. Many comments indicated that students had not been aware of this site—in 
fact it was the survey that alerted them to its existence. 
“Did not know about TALSS support for students.” 
“I possibly have underused most items as at this stage I did 
not know they were available and didn't know how to access 
them.” 
It seems obvious that there needs to be proactive advertising of TALSS support 
services for students either by program coordinators or directly by TALSS staff. 
QUT Library and External Library Service 
The QUT library appears to be heavily used by these external early childhood 
students with 90% of students indicating that they had used the library Web site, 89% 
had accessed the databases, and 80% had used the catalogue, even though 14% said 
they did not know how to use it adequately. 80% had accessed the CMD, 60% had 
used the external library site, 42% had accessed past examination papers, 37% had 
used the library for information literacy help and 32% has used the email service, Ask 
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a Librarian. Students reported that the preferred formats for learning to use library 
services were email (80%); print via post (75%); web-based tutorials (73%); and 
telephone (60%). The printed External Library Guide was rated as very helpful (4.4) 
and was used by 98% of students.  
In relation to the External Library Service, the qualitative data indicated that 
the service was less than helpful to students in all communication modes (eg. phone, 
email, Web chat, post, fax, Web site); and quantitative data indicated usage rates were 
quite low (< 55% of respondents used the External Library Service) considering this 
is a major support service for student learning. The highest-used communication 
services were phone, email, and Web-site access (51-55%), compared with less than 
40% for post and fax. The least used was Ask a Librarian’s Web chat, where students 
can communicate online, in real time, with a librarian Monday to Friday from 9am-
5pm (only 6.6% had used this facility). This result may reflect students’ busy 
schedules; they may not be free to access the service at the times currently available.  
“Requests for specific library items” was rated neutral (3.1) for usefulness even 
though it was reasonably well accessed (68.9%). The “mailout” service was rated as 
less than neutral (2.8) for helpfulness, although it was accessed by 93% of students. 
Several students complained about the time it took for requests to arrive, then finding 
that items then had to be returned quickly.  
Overall, the External Library was rated quite highly (4.0), even though there 
was a low rating for its communication services. In contrast to some of the negative 
responses highlighted in the quantitative results for the External Library Service, there 
was some very positive feedback in the open response section from individual 
students regarding the helpfulness of External Library staff. 
“The external library staff have been wonderful!!” 
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“Brilliant service. Very prompt. Very helpful in sorting out problems.”  
“They are doing, and have always done, a great job. They offer 
excellent support, are always available and have helped smooth the 
study pathway for me. They have grown me from an insecure student 
who didn’t even know what a journal or a database was, to a student 
who can access both journals and databases through the library site 
with minimal stress. How can I thank them? They are the foundation 
and the strength of the external support team. Where would I be 
without them?’ 
“Definitely the external library services are a stand-out service and are 
fantastic. They have always delivered everything on time and are so 
friendly and helpful when I've spoken to them via phone and email.” 
It would appear that the library does a sound job in supporting external students with 
their studies. Some attention should be given to its communications services for 
external students, for example, Ask a Librarian communication services could be 
extended beyond standard office hours to better suit students who mainly study in the 
evenings and on weekends.  
Computing Support Services 
With regard to computing support services, respondents ranked the Help Desk 
as 3.0 and 70 % used this service. The students’ printed Computing Guide was not 
considered helpful (1.7) and 45% of students admitted that they had not read this 
booklet. As this is the main source for students to find out about all computing 
services at QUT, this seems to be a serious issue for those involved in providing 
computing support services. 
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Additional Learning Support Services 
With regard to additional learning support services, responses from students 
were mixed. Some aspects of broad program support were praised, such as 
videoconferences, the bookshop, mentoring during field experience, and, for those 
who received the service, weekly email from their program coordinator. Also, contact 
via discussion forum regarding assessment was considered useful. In general, the 
range of additional Learning Support Services that were available—study schools, 
teleconferencing, designated contact times with staff, having a designated tutor for 
external students, phone contact with a lecturer in the absence of email (particularly 
related to contact with part-time staff), were not well regarded. There was 
considerable concern voiced by students about lack of communication with some 
lecturers (poor email responses, and no contact via phone). In summary these appear 
to be specific subject coordinator issues. 
Findings – Satisfaction with external learning  
This final section comments on students’ overall experiences with external 
learning, including commentary on positive and negative aspects and suggestions for 
improvement. 
Overall experience as an external student 
Students were asked to rate their overall experience as an external student; they 
were quite positive, giving a rating of 3.8. For some, the experience has been very 
worthwhile, as the following comment indicates:  
“This is not easy to say. I have been overall elated with the external 
mode of study. I have felt I was treated as a professional at all times. I 
like the independence it gives me, and the quality of services has 
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contributed to my success so far. I go around selling QUT on the large 
campus here of the international school with about 200 teachers. Well 
done QUT, you have supported me to further my education without 
having to leave my home.” 
Positive aspects of external study  
These external early childhood students have suggested that one of the most 
positive aspects of their studies was engaging in activities that allowed them to be in 
contact with lecturers and other students. Opportunities which afforded close social 
distance were highly valued by students, as indicated below: 
“I find the internet streaming of lectures very helpful as they not 
only expand on the printed materials, but they also help me to have 
a sense of connection to the course and other students.”  
“Teleconferences and videoconferences are great, in terms of 
information, and in terms of feeling included and having contact 
with others.” 
Other positive aspects commented upon were the resources that were supplied to 
students, and the flexibility that external study offered: 
“Study packs are extremely thorough and helpful; I can study at 
my own pace; and I can fit study around by work and home 
commitments.” 
Negative aspects of external study  
However, many students also identified and commented upon a range of 
negative aspects of their external study experience. The most common negative 
themes also related to their social distance. These have been grouped into the 
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following two categories: lack of support (including lack of contact) and some 
lecturers’ lack of engagement with useful online resources. The following 
comments from students exemplify these negative aspects: 
“The lack of human contact with lecturers/tutors is difficult. 
More communication from some lecturers was desperately needed. 
I have not had much luck having messages returned by some staff, 
either by phone or email.  This has been a little disappointing, 
considering how isolating external study is by its very nature. 
Some lecturers do not utilise the OLT sites which makes being an 
external student a bit distancing.”  
Student suggestions for improvements to their external study experience 
In the survey, students were asked to suggest ways in which their external 
study experience could be improved. The underlying theme that stood out in these 
suggestions related, again, to increased connection or contact with others, either in 
person or by the use of technologies. This included contact with other external 
students, with academic staff, or with another specific contact person. The 
following selection of comments represents these ideas: 
“I think it would be great if I was able to get in touch with other 
students completing the same unit for support.” 
“A chat site on the QUT site would be fantastic.” 
“Personalised contact via emails monthly from tutors or lecturers to 
see how study is going.” 
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“Having a contact (this does not have to be a lecturer) for the length 
of the degree would be wonderful.” 
Concluding statement – what can we learn? 
Most students were reasonably satisfied and stimulated by their study 
experiences; however, several key areas for improvement were highlighted by 
respondents. Acting upon their suggestions could improve learning for all our external 
students. These suggestions may also be also relevant for others who are monitoring 
the quality of their programs.  
As the survey showed, physical distance from a university is no longer the 
primary reason many students choose to study externally—the majority actually live 
close to university and could commute if desired. External studies are increasingly 
chosen for the flexibility they offer to students (as supported by Kramarae, 2001; 
Reisetter & Boris, 2004). What matters to these students is the “social presence” they 
feel in relation to their institution and the people in it (also supported by Hackman & 
Walker, 1990; cited in Shin, 2002). Hence, measures that help to reduce personal 
isolation are pivotal to the quality of a student’s learning experience and their 
perceptions of feeling supported.   
The growth in online services and online learning and teaching models has 
provided external students with a significantly wider range of learning and support 
services than in previous times. However, the fact that online services are provided is 
not the same as the uptake of services. Universities have responsibilities beyond 
simple service provision. For some external students, and we suspect for many of 
those who did not respond to the online survey, technical problems with computer and 
Internet access, amplified by lack of computer skills and confidence, are significant 
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factors that limit students’ ability to perform as well or as efficiently as they might 
like (c.f. McKenzie, Bennett, & Mims, 2002; Wagner et al., 2002). We are very aware 
that our choice of an online survey instrument has undoubtedly disenfranchised a 
proportion of students whose experiences of and comments about external studies 
have not been heard. We recognise that this is a potential weakness in our study. 
Although there is a multitude of support services offered by the university, 
many students were not even aware that these existed. Therefore, there need to be 
much better mechanisms for informing students about the wide range of services they 
may access. One initiative that this survey has already prompted is the development of 
a dedicated Web site for external studies support for early childhood students—a 
“one-stop shop”—to bring together, in a central virtual space, many of the services 
that are currently available to, but underutilized by, external students. A feature will 
be a chat room to facilitate peer-to-peer interactions. 
Perhaps most importantly, this study has highlighted issues of communication 
and social connectedness for external students—between student and teacher, and 
between student and student (also signified by Anderson, 2004; Swan, 2001; Swan, 
Shea, Fredricksen, Pickett, & Pelz, 2000). Reasonable response times to email and 
phone calls, use of student email lists and Notices for passing on information, using 
”out-of-office” notifications to inform students of absences, discussion forums for 
sharing ideas, videostreaming of lectures, reasonable turn around times with feedback 
on assignments are all quite simple measures that can significantly reduce a student’s 
social distance and enhance they satisfaction.  
When one reflects on the complexities and pressures of life as an external 
student, as the student “timetable” provided at the beginning of this paper indicates, it 
behoves the institution and the people in it to do their best to ensure that the learning 
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experience is stimulating and satisfying. As staff become more committed to and 
proficient with the use of online learning and teaching strategies, it is anticipated that 
they will make more use of learner-centred practices and meet students’ needs and 
expectations for interpersonal relationships and connection.   
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